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Charlie Chickadee was a mountain chickadee. He lived with his parents in a deep hole in a hallow pine tree. Charlie’s mother kept him tucked way down at the bottom of the hole, where he would be safe from harm. It was warm and cozy down deep at the bottom of the hole. But as he grew bigger, there was less and less space for him to wiggle and squirm in.  

On the day he made his way up to the opening where his parents came and went, Charlie poked his head out and looked around in amazement. He felt the warmth of the sun’s rays as it touched him for the first time. His nest was high up in an old, cracked tree. The ground was a long way down. It made him a little dizzy just looking down at it. He popped his head back into his cool, shady hole.  

[image: image]

Mother said, “Charlie, you have ventured up to the entrance of the hole. It is time for you to learn to fly, so you won’t fall out. "  

Early the next morning, Father began teaching Charlie to fly. By that afternoon, Charlie could venture out a short way from the entrance of the nest to a branch on the tree next door. Then, after resting a few moments, he learned to take off and fly back.   

Charlie was proud of himself. He practiced every day, until soon he could venture out on his own for short distances. Mother teared up, saying her baby bird was growing up. Father put his wing around him. “I am proud of you, Son. You’re making progress.”

Then one day, Father came back to the nest in a flutter. His black and white feathers were all ruffled, his black masked eyes were glassy with fear. “There’s a flock of violet-green swallows soaring through the area,” Father said as he began stuffing the entrance to their hole with sticks.   

“Wait!” said Charlie. “If you cover up our hole, how will we get out?”  

“When swallows soar, it means that they are looking for a home,” his mother explained as she pulled the grasses up from the nest and packed it around the sticks. “They travel in large groups, with aunts and uncles and cousins. Swallows don’t go looking for one home. They all live together, so they look for nests that can hold a lot of birds, like this one.”

Charlie wasn’t sure what to do, but his parents were too busy covering up the entrance to answer any more questions. He began gathering sticks and carrying them to the entrance. He placed sticks across the entry hole, as he’d seen his parents do. 

Suddenly, a huge green head popped right through the barricade, sending sticks flailing down below, and a large black eye was staring straight at him.   

Charlie jumped back and let out a little “Peep!” of surprise. Charlie felt a sharp pain as the big green head pecked at Charlie with its big black beak. “Hey! Cut that out!” yelled Charlie.  

Then, Father was there, frantically pecking at the huge green head which seemed to fill the whole entryway. Mother took her wing, pushing Charlie back. She joined in the assault on the swallow, frantically flapping her wings and pecking at his face. The larger swallow was no match for the two small, frightened birds. The swallow gave a loud screech and backed out of the hole. Charlie watched him go, sighing with relief.
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“It’s not over,” said Father. “They’ll be back. When they discover a hole that appeals to them, they are relentless in getting it.”

“Maybe there are only one or two and we can fight them off,” said Mother hopefully. 

“No, no. I saw at least six of them before I came back to the nest. I think there are more.”

Charlie was worried. “What are we going to do?” 

Father shook his head once again. “We must find a new home quickly. I’ll go look for an adequate spot to build a new nest right away.” 

Charlie felt sad as Father flew out and disappeared into the sky. 

He turned to Mother, who looked as sad as he felt. “Mother, I don’t want to build a new nest. I like this one.”

“I know, Charlie,” Mother said, stroking his face with her beak. “The Swallows travel together in entire flocks, and they need a home with a lot of space. We’ll find a cozy little hole that will be just right for the three of us. Help me with this,” she said, plucking up as much soft down lining as she could in her beak. “Gather as much bedding as you can. It may be hard searching for more in unfamiliar territory.”

Charlie cried out as something smacked him on the head. As he looked up as more sticks showered down, banging into his head and shoulders. A huge, green head with glassy, black eyes was staring down at him. To Charlie, the swallow’s gaze seemed fearsome. The swallow’s head blocked the light from the entrance, making the green coloring appear black. Then, his whole body was inside the hole, blocking the sunlight completely.   

“Mother!” Charlie yelled into the darkness. “They’re coming in!”

“Quick, Charlie, come this way.” Mother flew to the bottom of the nest and began pecking a new hole through the bark as another swallow pushed his way into the nest. 

Charlie turned to follow Mother, but a swallow pulled on his tail feathers. “Ouch!” He turned, pecking at the intruder with all the viciousness that he could muster. But the second swallow joined the first and the two bigger birds pecked Charlie all over. Their sharp beaks jabbed and poked at him, sending feathers flying. Full-grown chickadees are tiny birds, and Charlie was still little. He was no match for the swallows. “Mother!” Charlie cried. “I can’t make it! I need help!”

Then Mother was there, pecking at the swallows, fighting them off. “Fly, Charlie!” his mother cried.  

Backing down into the bottom of their hole, Charlie was trapped. His mother hadn’t finished pecking out the new hole. He began frantically pecking where the bark was already thinning.  

Above him, Mother and the swallows squawked and screeched as their battle continued, but Mother was holding her ground.

Charlie broke through a small hole to the outside. He could see a tiny glimpse of sunlight shining through.   

“Hurry, Charlie!” Mother yelled. “I can’t hold them off much longer!”  

Charlie renewed his efforts, pecking as fast as he could to widen the hole forming below him. Suddenly, the area directly beneath him fell away, taking Charlie with it. He plummeted through the air, head over talons, with no time to correct his course. Charlie landed, sinking down into a soft pile of leaves and pine needles at the base of their tree.   

Charlie poked his head out of the pile, shaking pine needles and spitting the leaves from his beak. When he looked up, he saw Mother come flailing from the hole, flying off into the trees.   

“Mother, wait!” he cried, but she didn’t hear him. She disappeared into the forest with two swallows chasing after her.   

Sad and alone, Charlie snuggled back down into the pile of leaves and pine needles he’d landed in. He waited there, hoping that his mother and father would return to find him soon. 

Charlie watched as the violet-green swallows swarmed the sky above him all afternoon. Their florescent feathers gleaming beautiful shades of green and blue in the sun’s light, with no sign of his parents.   

Father had been right. There were at least twelve swallows that Charlie had counted. They were all very busy going in and out of the only home that Charlie had ever known, turning it into a multi-bird dwelling. One swallow was working at the hole that he and his mother had made, making it a back door to the nest.   

Charlie was careful to stay down in the leaves so he wouldn’t be seen. He watched and waited for his parents to return, but there had been no sign of them. Charlie was worried and more than a little scared.   

As the sun went down, the air turned chilly, Charlie snuggled down into the pile even further for warmth. It wasn’t as cushy or warm as his comfy little nest, lined with the soft down from his baby feathers had been. He was tired and hungry, but he finally he drifted off into a restless sleep filled with dreams of the swallows invading his marvelous nest. 
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In the morning, Charlie was hungry. There was no Mother or Father to bring him his evening meal. They might not come today either.  

He looked up to see the swallows swooping through the air above him. Mother or Father wouldn’t be able to get close enough to find him here. It looked like he would have to find breakfast for himself. He stood up and shook the leaves off, making a soft rustling sound as they fell to the ground.   

He hopped away from the tree, only daring to take to the air when he was far enough away, so that the swallows wouldn’t notice him. This was the only place his parents knew to look for him, so he didn’t want to go too far. He’d seen two small Aspen trees, a short distance from the old rickety tree that had been his home. It might be safe for him to venture out that far. 

Charlie had never gotten his own breakfast before. He landed under the Aspen trees. He searched the ground but didn’t see anything good to eat. Nothing but leaves and pine needles. Pecking around didn’t produce anything tasty, but he kept trying. His tummy was growling, he was so hungry. 

Just when he was about to give up, Charlie came across a little green plant with three leaves on each stem, poking up through the forest debris. Beneath one set of its leaves, he spotted something red and heart shaped. He went over and pecked at the little strawberry, only to discover that it was sweet and mushy in his mouth and very good to eat. The juicy fruit tasted better than the worms his parents brought him to eat. Charlie
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